










Abstract.	 As	 the	 debates	 on	 the	 so-called	 “welfare	 tourism”	 are	
intensifying	in	different	parts	of	the	EU,	we	can	observe	a	growing	trend	
among	Member	States	to	use	welfare	policies	as	instruments	to	limit	the	
mobility	 of	 certain	 EU	 migrants.	 In	 Belgium,	 EU	 citizens	 who	 receive	
unemployment	and	other	welfare	benefits	have	been	particularly	affected	
by	 this	 adverse	 context.	 Between	 2010	 and	 2014,	 the	 number	 of	 EU	
citizens	who	have	seen	their	residence	permits	removed	by	the	Migration	




circulation	 in	 the	 EU	 restricted	 after	 asking	 for	 social	 protection	 or	
unemployment	 benefit	 in	 their	 country	 of	 residence.	 We	 rely	 on	
ethnographic	 fieldwork	conducted	with	 Italian	migrants	 in	Brussels	and	
with	 returnees.	 The	 paper	 discusses	 the	 process	 that	 lead	 to	 the	
transformation	 of	 EU	 citizens	 into	 undocumented	 migrants	 and	 the	
different	strategies	used	by	EU	citizens	to	cope	with	this	situation.	Using	
this	 data,	we	 then	 discuss	 its	 connections	with	 long-term	 processes	 of	

























global	 financial	 and	 economic	 crisis,	 several	 Northern	 European	 Member	 States	 have	












allows	 Member	 States	 to	 remove	 residence	 permits	 from	 EU	 citizens	 who	 represent	 an	
“unreasonable	 burden	 on	 state	 finances”.	 Similarly,	 unemployed	 EU	 citizens	 deemed	 by	






















freedom	 of	 circulation	 has	 been	 an	 essential	 result	 of	 the	 European	 integration	 process.	
Freedom	 of	 circulation	 of	 workers	 is	 also	 one	 that	 EU	 citizens	 are	 most	 attached	 to	










in	 the	 so-called	 “Citizenship	Directive”	 (Directive	 2004/38)	 limits	 the	mobility	 rights	 of	 EU	
citizens	who	have	less	than	five	year	of	residence	(and	are	therefore	eligible	for	permanent	












the	 context	 in	 which	 the	 1968	 Regulation	 was	 adopted.	 In	 1968,	 the	 interests	 of	 North	
Western	 European	 Member	 States	 and	 Italy	 were	 converging	 in	 favour	 of	 freedom	 of	
circulation:	the	former	needed	workforce	for	its	industries	while	the	latter	saw	in	migration	
an	opportunity	to	solve	its	rampant	issue	of	poverty	and	unemployment	(Moravcsik	1998).	In	
Belgium,	 in	 particular,	 the	 same	 logic	 had	 been	 at	 play	 right	 after	World	War	 II	 with	 the	
signature	 of	 a	 Bilateral	 recruitment	 agreement	 between	 the	 two	 countries.	 Thousands	 of	
Italian	guest	workers	came	to	participate	to	Belgium’s	reconstruction	in	the	following	years	




level	 of	 social	 protection	 and	 that	 immigrants	 and	 their	 family	members	would	 enjoy	 sick	
leaves,	 paid	 holidays	 and	 other	 benefits.	 Secondly,	 Italian	 workers	 in	 Belgium	 were	
characterized	by	high-level	of	mobilization	in	workers’	organizations.	Not	only	did	they	join	



























legal	 services	 providing	 support	 to	 immigrants.	 Second,	 individuals	 working	 for	 theses	
associations	 and	 trade	 unions	 dealing	 with	 European	 citizens’	 residence	 issues	 were	 also	
interviewed	 to	 identify	 coping	 strategies	 of	 EU	 citizens	 affected	 by	 residence	 permit	
removals3.	These	 informants	 let	us	 shed	 light	on	 the	dynamics	under	 study	 from	a	double	
perspective:	 that	 of	 the	 political	 and	 social	 movement	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 supporting	
European	migrants	while	trying	to	regularly	settle	 in	Belgium	and	that	of	the	individual	 life	
























The	 geographical	 area	 covered	 by	 the	 interviews	 of	 both	 groups	 includes	 5	 Belgian	 cities	





















While	 the	 Italian	 immigrant	population	 still	 constitutes	one	of	 the	 largest	 foreign	group	 in	
Belgium,	 incoming	 flows	have	continuously	decreased	since	the	1970s	and	throughout	 the	
early	2000s.	The	multiplication	by	three	of	annual	flows	of	Italians	coming	to	Belgium	over	the	
course	of	two	years	following	the	beginning	of	the	economic	crisis	in	2008	therefore	came	as	
relative	 surprise.	 Considering	 the	 transformation	 of	 Italy	 over	 the	 past	 decades	 and	 the	











their	 life	 but	 with	 some	 discontinuities	 (they	 moved	 abroad	 for	 an	 extensive	 period	 –	
frequently	in	Italy	–	for	economic	or	family	reasons).	For	these	individuals,	the	act	of	migrating	
to	Belgium	with	the	economic	crisis	was	often	perceived	as	a	return	home.	Nonetheless,	since	








For	 new	 Italian	 migrants	 in	 Belgium,	 a	 precarious	 work	 position	 or	 the	 sudden	 loss	 of	


















In	 spite	 of	 their	 focus	 on	 the	 financial	 and	 economic	 crisis	 as	 an	 external	 trigger	 for	 their	
difficult	situation,	Italian	migrants	also	blame	local	authorities	for	their	lack	of	reaction	to	a	
degrading	 socio-economic	 situation:	 	 “The	government	 leaves	 Italy	 in	misery,	 I	 don’t	 know	

















situation	which	he	and	his	 family	were	 living	 in	 Italy	 that	 it	 seemed	 that	 the	only	possible	
solution	was	to	leave	the	country.		
	
Economic	 reasons	 are	 not	 the	 sole	 driver	 of	 migration	 decision	 as	 personal	 factors	 may	
influence	 such	 decision	 and,	 in	 some	 instance,	 determine	 the	 precise	 destination	 towards	
which	 one	 moves.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 Carlo,	 the	 worsening	 of	 his	 financial	 situation	 with	 the	











to	 issue	her	a	 formal	contract	 in	spite	of	 the	hours	spent	on	the	workplace	 (Rossella,	WU,	








theater	 company	 in	 Brussels	 together	 with	 colleagues:	 “You	 work	 in	 the	 arts,	 with	 your	






If	 a	multiplicity	 of	 factor	may	 trigger	 the	 decision	 to	 leave	 Italy,	 the	 choice	 of	 Belgium	 as	




idealized	 depiction	 of	 their	 new	 country	 of	 residence	 as	well	 their	 freedom	 of	 circulation	
within	the	EU	which	they	had	somewhat	taken	for	granted.	Far	from	the	depiction	of	Belgium	
as	country	where	“It	semed	 like	 I	had	found	paradise!”	 (Gabriella,	WO,	 fieldnotes,	19	April	






































An	obvious	consequence	of	 the	difficult	 integration	on	the	 job	market	 is	 that	unsuccessful	






jobs	 in	 low-skilled	 sectors	 of	 the	 economy,	 Italian	 migrants	 such	 as	 Arturo	 discover	 how	
employers’	 arguments	 about	 high	 taxes	 on	 labour	 in	 Belgium	 serves	 as	 a	 justification	 for	

























































































referring	 to	 their	 use	of	 social	 benefits	 as	 an	 “unreasonable	burden	on	public	 finances”—	
insists	 on	 gravity	 of	 the	 situation	 and	 the	 seriousness	 of	 the	 “offense”	 committed	 by	 the	
foreigner	who	did	not	find	a	job	or	asked	for	social	assistance.	Also,	the	letter	makes	it	explicit	




These	 feelings	 are	 reinforced	 when	 migrant	 arrive	 in	 the	 municipality	 where	 the	 OQT	 is	
handed	over	 to	 them.	Not	 knowing	exactly	what	will	 happen	 to	 them	at	 the	municipality,	
interviewees	 often	 find	 out	 upon	 arriving	 that	 this	 step	 is	 designed	 to	 materialize	 their	
removal	from	residence	registries.	Indeed,	several	interviewees	noted	that	municipal	officers	
insisted	to	examine	their	identity	card	before	proceeding	to	its	physical	destruction	in	front	of	









the	State	wishes	 to	make	migrants	 fully	aware	of	 its	power	and	 its	willingness	 to	use	 it	 to	
remove	them	from	the	territory.	Arguing	that	its	welfare	system	is	endangered	by	migration,	
the	 State	 makes	 immigrants	 aware	 that	 their	 presence	 is	 no	 longer	 desirable	 while	 also	





As	we	have	 seen,	 the	 implementation	of	 this	 policy	 of	 removal	 of	 undesirable	 EU	 citizens	
conveys	the	impression	of	a	strict	and	rigorous	practice	of	law	enforcement	by	authorities.	
However,	 the	 experience	 of	 Italian	migrants	 also	 reveals	 its	 arbitrary	 character	 and	most	





its	duration	 is	of	five	years	 if	any	 interruption	 is	decided	before,	the	document	released	to	European	citizens	



































State	 is	however	even	clearer	 for	 those	among	our	 interviewees	—	such	as	Redouane	and	
Rosella—	who	continued	to	receive	unemployment	and	social	benefits	after	the	issuance	of	






















Confronted	 to	 the	 unexpected	 situation	 of	 being	 undocumented	 EU	 citizens,	 new	 Italian	
















turn	 either	 to	 a	 trade	 union	 or	 to	 non-profits	 who	 help	 immigrants.	 In	 several	 cases,	
immigrants	were	advised	to	undertake	legal	action	against	the	the	Migration	Office	that	issued	






































welfare	 institutions	 is	however	 to	 fully	engage	 in	undeclared	work.	 Income	from	the	black	
market	is	however	often	too	low	or	irregular.	Therefore,	to	compensate	for	the	loss	of	income	
and	the	precariousness	of	their	status,	those	migrants	also	accept	to	lower	living	standards	by	
sharing	 housing	 or	 have	 to	 ask	 relatives	 for	 financial	 support	 to	 help	 them	deal	with	 this	
situation.	While	in	certain	cases	immigrants	were	able	to	count	the	understanding	of	landlord	





As	new	 Italian	migrants	become	aware	of	 the	risk	of	 loosing	their	 residence	permit	 if	 they	












The	 post-war	 expansion	 of	 the	Western	 European	welfare	 states	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 the	
expansion	of	the	freedom	of	circulation	of	workers	that	allowed	low-skilled	male	workers	from	
other	parts	of	Europe	to	come	and	participate	in	the	reconstruction	of	those	countries.	Social	
























Focusing	 on	 the	 case	 of	 new	 Italian	migrants	 in	 Belgium,	 our	 fieldwork	 has	 allowed	 us	 to	
confirm	and	deepen	these	observations.	The	strict	interpretation	that	Belgium	has	made	since	
2010	 of	 its	 right	 to	 remove	 the	 residence	 permits	 of	 EU	 citizens	 is	 in	 line	 with	 both	 the	
activation	approach	and	its	associated	practice	of	selecting	EU	migrants	solely	on	the	basis	of	
their	 potential	 contribution	 to	 society.	 It	 however	 materializes	 through	 a	 series	 of	
administrative	decisions	that	are	perceived	as	contradictory	or	even	misleading	by	mobile	EU	
migrants.	 Using	 the	 concept	 of	 “schizophrenic	 welfare	 state”,	 we	 showed	 that	 migration	










decisions	 as	 they	 often	 trigger	 outcries	 in	 local	 communities	 that	 maybe	 be	 politically	
damaging	for	local	authorities.		
	 	
Overall,	 Belgium’s	 policy	 of	 removing	 residence	 permits	 of	 EU	migrants	 who	 use	 welfare	
benefits	 confirms	 the	 progressive	 transformation	 of	 social	 policies	 from	 mechanisms	 to	






segmentation	at	play	 in	 European	economies.	As	 the	use	of	 social	 protection	becomes	an	
instrument	 of	 immigration	 control,	 immigrants	 who	 cannot	 insert	 rapidly	 on	 the	 labour	









losses	 of	 tax	 income	 and	 puts	 workers	 at	 further	 risks	 of	 social	 exclusion.	 Furthermore,	
prevents	authorities	from	designing	adequate	policies	for	populations	that	are	by	definition	
invisible.	 This	 route	 towards	 undeclared	 work	 strongly	 contradicts	 with	 the	 institutional	
message	 sent	by	policy-makers	 throughout	 the	 European	 integration	process	 according	 to	
which	mobility	rights	were	guaranteeing	workers	stronger	chances	of	maximizing	the	income	
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